There are a number of supply and demand factors that could be shifting us to a world of increasing international food prices. Supply side factors include declining agricultural productivity growth, climate change and increasing competition for water and land, and energy (including, most notably, oil). Demand side factors include population growth and increasing demands per capita from the emerging economies.
Urbanization is sometimes blamed for both decreasing supplies by building over arable land, and for increasing intRoduction Urbanization is affecting people's vulnerability to rising food prices, but is not driving these prices upwards. Having a larger share of a population living in urban settlements does not, as sometimes claimed, cause a significant loss of arable land.
Nor does it, in itself, increase the demand for food. But urbanization is increasing the share of vulnerable people living in urban areas. Urban vulnerability to increasing food prices differs from rural vulnerability, and demands different policy responses.
During price spikes, the most vulnerable urban groups need better access to food.
They also need more secure livelihoods and higher incomes to cope with both food price spikes and longer term price increases.
demands by shifting diets toward more food consumption generally, and more meat consumption in particular.
1,2 uRbanization: a key demogRaphic phenomenon
In demographic terms, urbanization refers to the shift of population from dispersed (rural) settlements to concentrated (urban) settlements, mostly as the result of rural-urban migration. Statistically, the rate of urbanization is the rate at which the share of a population living in urban areas is increasing.
It is important not to confuse urbanization with urban population growth. Globally, the shift in population from rural to urban settlements (demographic urbanization) only accounts for about half of urban population growth, the rest being the result of natural population growth (the excess of births over deaths). Historically, the increasing concentration of people and economic activities in urban centres has helped to provide the basis for economic growth. Indeed, urbanization can reduce production costs in most sectors and stimulate innovation.
Urbanization has also contributed to lower overall population growth, with reduced fertility rates in urban areas.
In the following discussion, we use the demographic definition of urbanization, and carefully distinguish the impacts of urbanization on food prices from those of the economic growth that often accompanies it. While urbanization can stimulate economic growth, it can also make that growth less resource intensive. From the perspective of food prices and food security, it is misleading to blame urbanization for food price increases: the challenge is not to prevent or inhibit urbanization but to improve its quality.
uRbanization is not to blame 2
Urbanization is part of the uneven process of economic growth and resource use that does seem to be imposing higher food prices on those whose incomes do not rise. But urbanization itself is not driving the price rises. Having a larger share of a population living in urban settlements does not decrease food supplies by causing a significant loss of arable land. Nor does urbanization itself increase the demand for food.
Urban expansion does not cover enough land to threaten agricultural production. Researchers estimate that globally, urban settlements extend over less than three per cent of the world's land area, and have built over less than one per cent.
To the extent that urban expansion is covering over arable land, urbanization is not itself to blame because it only counts for a small part of urban expansion. Such expansion is driven by urban population growth -which as described above is only partly the result of urbanization -and, more significantly, by declining urban densities. Thus, a recent study 3 of 120 of the world's cities found that between 1990
and 2000 the growth of urban land cover was twice that of urban population.
Moreover, at similar levels of income, dense urban settlement is less land intensive than dispersed rural settlement. In economic terms, urban land is expensive and there is a bigger incentive to conserve land by building vertically than in rural areas. As such, if economic growth could be achieved without urbanization, the impact on the availability of arable land would probably be much greater.
Turning to the demand side, urbanization does not increase the demand for food. Compared with rural dwellers, urban dwellers do spend more on food, and a higher share of their food expenditure is on meat. Indirectly, they consume considerably more grain per capita. But the evidence suggests that it is economic growth and not urbanization per se that is driving up the demand for food. But even before 2007, a review of food insecurity found that in 12 of the 18 low-income countries examined, urban food insecurity (measured by food-energy deficiency) was the same or higher than rural food insecurity -even though rural areas tended to be significantly poorer than urban ones. 7 The urban poor are also particularly vulnerable to priceinduced food insecurity because they do not or cannot grow their own food. In rural areas, even those people who do not produce their own food may have direct alternative access to crops, or to foraged food. In effect, rural living can allow for better access to food among those living at or near the poverty line. Indeed, an international household survey of food production and consumption suggests that food price rises will generally increase poverty more in urban than in rural areas. 8 The urban poor have a limited range of strategies to cope with rising food prices. Most often they simply spend less on other items and eat less. In many of the less urbanized countries, poor urban dwellers often have rural relatives that they can turn to for part of their food supplies, and they may move back and forth between rural and urban areas in an attempt to diversify their livelihoods.
A few can turn to urban agriculture, which has a long history and takes a wide variety of forms, some of which directly benefit low-income residents. Or they can try to fall back on their urban relatives and friends, or redouble their efforts to secure urban incomes. 
